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“To my Viking—shield, storm, and anchor—and to our children, who stood my shieldwall through every hour of madness. You are my laughter and my hearthfire, my witness and my home. This saga is bound in you.”
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The Door That Shouldn’t Be Opened
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The air was thick with the scent of juniper smoke. It curled upward in slow, deliberate ribbons from the small black iron cauldron on the altar. Candles flickered against the carved faces of the Gods—Odin’s stern gaze, Tyr’s unwavering grip on his sword, Freyja’s knowing smile.




Katja traced the lines of the Elder Futhark on the small bone pieces before her, her lips moving in a whisper that wasn’t quite a prayer, not quite a plea.




“Tyr,” she murmured, her voice low and steady, “let me stand where I’ve been knocked down. Let me keep my ground, even if the storm wants me to break.”




Her hand trembled on the last rune. It wasn’t weakness—it was the weight of holding herself together long enough to make it through the day.




The floorboards creaked behind her. She didn’t turn—he had a way of moving like he belonged in any room he walked into, like he was part of the structure itself.
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“You always talk to him like he’s an old friend,” Thorne said from the doorway, his voice that blend of dry humor and quiet command she’d already learned could knock her off balance.

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “And you don’t?”

He stepped closer, his boots solid against the wood, the warmth of his presence chasing away the lingering chill of winter. “I don’t waste the Gods’ time unless I mean it.”

Katja smirked faintly. “Guess that makes two of us.”

For a moment, they just looked at each other—her guarded, him unreadable, like two wolves circling, waiting to see who’d blink first.

He leaned against the edge of the table, his eyes drifting over the altar before landing back on her. “I’ve been thinking.”

“That’s dangerous,” she said lightly, though her fingers curled against her palm.

“About boundaries.”

Her brow arched. “Oh, here we go.”

He ignored the jab, folding his arms. “There are a few rules we should clear up. For your own good. And maybe mine.”

She tilted her head, curious despite herself. “Alright, lay them on me.”
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THE DOOR THAT SHOULDN’T BE OPENED




Rule One: When I say something’s for your safety, it is. Don’t argue just to see if I’ll bend.




Her mouth quirked. “That sounds bossy.” “It’s meant to,” he said simply.

Rule Two: You don’t disappear on me. Not without a damn good reason.




Something in her chest tightened, but she masked it with a shrug. “That one’s gonna take some getting used to.”




Rule Three: You’re allowed to push back. Once. After that, I expect you to trust me.




She snorted. “And if I don’t?”




He leaned closer, his voice low and calm. “Then you’ll find out Rule Four.”




Rule Four: You don’t want to find out Rule Four.




Katja laughed, shaking her head. “You’re ridiculous.”




His eyes softened—just barely. “And you’re worth the trou- ble.”




They stood in that stillness for a beat too long, until she shifted and reached for the cauldron to snuff out the last of the smoke.
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As she moved toward the stairs, her gaze caught on a door she hadn’t noticed before—thick wood, iron hinges, old enough to look like it had stories of its own.

Thorne followed her line of sight. A ghost of a smile curved his lips.

“That door’s off-limits,” he said, the tone both amused and edged with something she couldn’t quite name.

Her curiosity flared. “What’s behind it?”

He started down the hall without answering. “For now? Just remember the rules.”

And she knew, without knowing why, that “for now” didn’t mean “forever.”

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



The Wolf And The Shieldmaiden
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The morning tasted like ash and juniper.




Katja stood in the doorway of the little kitchen, sleeves pushed to her elbows, the cold tilting in through the cracked window and threading itself into her bones. The kettle muttered on the stove. The house around her was already awake in its own way—the slow tick of the hallway clock, the soft sigh of the old floorboards, the stubborn draft that found every ankle in winter and kissed it with frost.




She’d risen before dawn, like she always did when her thoughts refused to lie still. The altar in the front room still smelled of last night’s offering: juniper and a thin string of smoke, a coin set for Tyr, a drop of honey for Frigg, a whisper at the end not quite meant for anyone at all. Her fingers still wore a smudge of charcoal from the rune she’d drawn on the inside of her wrist. Algiz. Protection, if she remembered to believe in such things for herself.




She listened to the kettle and to the quiet, measuring the distance between the person she had promised to become and the person her muscles still remembered being. It was an



[image: ]

SINS AND STORMS

arm’s length on good days. It could be a lifetime on others.

Something clicked in the hallway. A door, a switch. She knew the sound before she let herself register it—Thorne’s footfall, steady and deliberate, like he’d been born already knowing how to move through a house without startling it.

He didn’t call out; he seldom did. She had learned, in the brief days since she’d started living here, that he announced himself by not demanding space. He drifted into it. Or the space gave itself over.

“Window’s sticking again,” he said, voice low, like a hand sliding into a glove.

Katja blinked toward the stubborn pane above the sink. “It’s not sticking. It’s... cautious. Like me.”

“Cautious windows are how pipes freeze.” He set his coffee mug on the counter. “You want the good news first or the bad?”

“Bad news,” she said, reaching for two cups as if she’d always done it: one for her tea, one for his coffee, a rhythm her body had stolen from other mornings, other kitchens, other lives.

“Bad news is the latch is split.” He tugged the window an inch, tested the tilt. “Good news is I already cut a new one.”

“When?”
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




“Sometime between your second slow breath and your third,” he said, mouth tipping just enough to count as a smile. “Move, shieldmaiden.”




She rolled her eyes but obeyed, slipping sideways to give him the sink. He reached beneath the counter for the little toolbox she’d seen migrate from room to room like a well-trained dog. When he braced an arm along the sill, the muscles under his flannel drew clean lines, and she hated herself a little for noticing the steadiness in him like it was the last coat of paint the room needed.




The kettle whistled. Katja bit the inside of her cheek—too sudden a noise, too sharp a slice through the morning—and willed her shoulders not to climb to her ears. Thorne’s head didn’t even turn. He worked the old screws loose with a patience that made time feel less like an enemy. The whistle softened as she took the kettle off the heat.




“You keep tools in the kitchen?” she asked.




“I keep the important things close.” He slid the split latch free, laid it in his palm as if he were reading a line there. “You’ll get used to the way this place organizes itself.”




She couldn’t help it. A laugh, small and almost private, escaped her. “Houses do not organize themselves, Thorne. People do.”




“They do when they’re mine,” he said mildly, and set the new latch where the old had failed.
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She should have bristled at the word—mine—but it landed somewhere unexpected, a little like a blanket tossed across a lap one beat before you realized you were cold. Mine didn’t bite, not in his mouth; it tethered. The kind of verb that promised carrying and not owning. She sipped her tea to punish herself for thinking in verbs at all.

He finished in five careful minutes. The window slid open like a breath; it closed with a quiet, satisfied click. Thorne wiped his hands on a cloth, returned the screwdriver to the box. He didn’t look at her when he said, “You’ll sleep better if you don’t spend the morning fighting little things.”

“Little things add up,” she said softly. “That’s exactly why I hunt them.”

She leaned her hip against the counter and studied him. He had a way of turning a simple sentence into a banner you could march behind. “Do you ever get tired of being useful?”

“I get tired of not being needed,” he said, and the truth of it ran through her like warm water.

They stood with it between them awhile, steam rising from cups in thin threads, cold worrying the edges of the window he’d just tamed. Thorne’s gaze drifted toward the hallway, down past the short flight of steps that sank toward the old cellar. She followed the direction of his body the way you follow a scent you don’t yet know how to name.
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




There lay the heavy door he’d warned her about—thick wood, iron hinges, a darker grain where years had slid their palms across it. She’d slept on the far side of that door last night in a little room dressed in quilts and clear air and the quiet hum of a house that had outlived other families. The door had slept, too. But she had felt it.




“You’re doing it,” Thorne said, dragging her back. “The think- too-hard thing. You’re miles away.”




“Not miles,” she said. “Just... downstairs.”




“That’s not where your head should go before breakfast.” She smiled into her tea. “You assume I’ll eat.”

“I assume you’ll try,” he said, and when she didn’t answer, he added, “Two bites count.”




She made a show of offense. “Two?”




“You can argue for three,” he offered, like a man who enjoyed bargaining for the sake of the sport.




She wanted to tell him bargaining had never been a sport where she’d come from. It had been a gate that only opened one way. Instead she said, “Two bites now, and later I want to go out.”




“Where?”
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“The grove,” she said. “There’s a place near the stream where the ground is soft enough for knee and prayer.”

“In this cold?”

“The Gods notice who comes when it’s easy,” she said. “But they remember who shows up when it takes something.”

He didn’t challenge that. “I’ll bring salt,” he said. “For?”

“For the road,” he said plainly. “And for the thing you won’t say out loud.”

Katja stared at the tiny blue swirl of steam above her cup. The thing she wouldn’t say out loud had a hundred names and one face, and on good mornings it kept its distance. On bad ones it knocked politely at the back of her skull and asked in the voice of an old habit to be let back in.

She wanted to say don’t worry about it. She wanted to say worry about me. The words got stuck somewhere between clever and honest. She settled on neither.

“Salt for the road is fine,” she said.

—-
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The grove listened when the house decided it had done enough.
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




They walked the footpath behind the property, boots crunch- ing old frost. Thorne carried a small cloth bag with the salt, the charcoal, a length of red thread—the quiet kit of a man who’d learned not to arrive at altar or trouble unprepared. He said little, but neither did the trees. It was the kind of silence that didn’t accuse you of anything. Katja found she could breathe in it without tugging.




At the bend where the stream squared its shoulders and shouldered past a root-thick bank, the land softened. She cleared a small circle with her glove and set the little tin of matches in the grass. Thorne stood just within the circle’s edge, not crossing it, not testing it, only making himself a wall on the side where the wind was worst.




“Who?” he asked, and the question was big enough to be either which deity or which memory.




“Tyr to hold. Freyja to soften. Frigg to remind me a home is something I can choose,” she said. “And Odin—if he insists.”




Thorne’s mouth moved like the idea of Odin insisting didn’t surprise him. “And you?”




“Me?” She considered. “Katja to believe what Katja says out loud.”




“Good,” he said, as if she had solved a puzzle he’d been holding up to the light.




She laid the red thread in a rough circle and set the candle
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down like a friend who wouldn’t mind a short sit. She spoke with the sort of voice you use with old things—not loud, not timid. She thanked Tyr for knowing the difference between rigidity and strength. She thanked Freyja for teaching how to keep a blade without surrendering a heart. She asked Frigg to forgive the mess and the days when she left the bed unmade because if she tidied everything her hands would remember other rooms, other beds, the immaculate tyranny of a house where nothing out of place meant nothing safe.

When she said Odin’s name, the wind changed. It always did around that syllable, like a tent stake you think is set until you put weight on it. Katja didn’t ask him for anything. She made a space for the old wanderer to stand at the edge and decide if a traveler knew when to stop.

When she finished, Thorne knelt without quite crossing into the heart of her circle and set the salt in her hand. He didn’t tell her where to throw it; he watched where she did. She scattered it toward the little trails her fear usually took, a thin white path over winter grass—across the stream where she might imagine something waiting, up the deer run where suddenness lived, behind her, always behind her.

“Do you need rope?” he asked, nodding toward the thread.

She shook her head and bound it loosely twice around her wrist. “Only a reminder.”

“Of what?”
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




“That I am not a door other people get to walk through,” she said.




The words surprised her with their own heat. They surprised Thorne, too, in the way his eyes flinched and held.




He looked toward the far line of trees then, as if listening for hoof or omen. “A wolf came through here last night,” he said.




Katja followed his gaze. The hair on her arms agreed. “How do you know?”




He lifted a shoulder. “There’s a smell. Old pine and the idea of iron. Most people never learn it.”




“Most people never need to.”




“No,” he said. “But those who do remember.”




He didn’t say I remember. He didn’t have to. The thread on her wrist felt warmer for a moment, as if memory had hands.




They walked back by a different route—the kind you only find when you aren’t looking. Halfway up the slope behind the house, the sky pinned back a cloud and the sun cut a narrow seam of light along Thorne’s jaw. Katja tried to memorize the sight. Not because he was beautiful—he was, but not like statues are. He was useful the way a tool is beautiful when it does exactly what it is meant to do.




At the back porch, he stood and let her pass. He did that a
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lot—let a thing come in under its own power.

Inside, she set her boots neatly, because that is what one did when a house had taken your name in and set it carefully somewhere it wouldn’t get damaged. Thorne disappeared for a time, the muffled thud of him moving something heavy somewhere below. She made soup sound like a good idea by getting out the onions, which is an old trick among people who have to coax an appetite.

When he returned, there was some dust in his hair and a look she didn’t know how to name. He washed his hands like he was shedding a layer of road.

“Someone called for you,” he said, drying with the towel she’d left across the stove’s handle.

“Who?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, too quickly, and then corrected himself. “It matters enough that I turned them away.”

Katja stared at the knife, at the neat half-moon her hand had cut through an onion. The smell knifed the room, clean and unavoidably honest. “You turned them away.”

“Yes.”

“On what grounds?” “On mine.”
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




His tone did a thing to the air, the way thunder rearranges a valley. She set the knife down because her wrist had learned not to hold sharp things when the weather changed.




“You don’t decide who has access to me,” she said, but the reflex died at the end, and it wasn’t quite defiance. It was old, though. It wore the face of too many mornings.




He didn’t bristle. He took the knife, set it farther away than she would have, and leaned his hips against the counter like a man ready to teach the bud of a truth how to bloom without breaking.




“I don’t decide that,” he said. “You do. But you didn’t answer the door. So I did.”




“What if I’d wanted to?”




“Then you would have said so.” His eyes didn’t move off hers. “We can talk about it. You can tell me you hate it. But I will not apologize for stepping between you and something I haven’t vetted.”




She wanted to laugh at vetted, at the hard edge of a man who believed the world should be asked to show its papers. But laughter felt like the kind of thing that might get mistaken for permission.




“Rule three,” she said, more to herself than to him. “I get to push back once.”
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“Mm,” he said, and there it was again—his mouth almost a smile. “Once.”

She breathed. The room let her. The onions waited, clean and patient. The part of her that had always been a fist slowly uncurled one finger, then another. This is how it might go, she told herself. Not with a bang, not with a surrender, but with a series of small choices arranged in a row like stones across a stream.

“Who was it?” she asked again, because if she was going to learn how to push once, she had to do it when the river was low.

“Someone who thinks they own pieces of you,” he said. “Even if they don’t say it that way.”

Her skin went tight. A draft found her ankle. The house exhaled, as if something that didn’t belong had been kept on the porch. “And if I wanted to talk to them?”

“Then I would have stood in the room while you did,” Thorne said. “Not to interrupt. To remind the air whose side it’s on.”

It flooded her shamefully, that image. Not protection as a cage, but protection as a chorus: something that stood behind you and hummed the note your throat couldn’t find yet.

“You think of everything,” she said, which could have been accusation or gratitude. The needle swung toward the latter before she tugged it back. “Even what the air is on the side
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




of.”




He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. He had already moved on to the soup, to the clean logic of bread and broth, to the practical pieties he was unnervingly good at. She watched his hands work. They were scarred and quiet and older than the rest of him.




They ate at the little table. He said nothing of the door downstairs, and neither did she. The soup didn’t ask for conversation. She took three bites to spite him, and he didn’t hide his satisfaction, which only made it easier to take a fourth.




After lunch he disappeared again with the toolbox, and she told herself not to follow the pull of curiosity into the bones of the house. She lasted twenty minutes before she put her hand on the banister and listened.




The cellar steps were short and steep, the kind a carpenter builds when he intends to be the only one using them. At the bottom, she could hear Thorne moving something heavy over a rough floor. Wood on wood. A low scrape and the clean, contained curse of a man who refuses to let a thing defeat him.




She could have called out. She didn’t. Instead, she pressed her palm to the banister harder, as if the wood could translate for her don’t be a fool and don’t be a coward into a single instruction she could obey.




After a time, the moving stopped. Thorne climbed halfway
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and paused in the shadows, just beyond the line where the light softened into a second kind of dark. He didn’t look up at her, though he knew she was there. He set one hand against the wall and waited until the old house breathed out again.

“You’re not a door,” he said, without preamble. “Not to anyone. Not anymore.”

Her hand closed around the banister. “You heard.” “I hear things,” he said.

“Wolves and worries,” she said. “What a talent.”

“Someone’s got to have it,” he said, starting up the last steps. “Better me than you.”

She stepped back to let him pass, the way she had in the kitchen. He smelled like cut wood and cellar dust and the particular electricity that attends a man who has lifted a weight and set it where it needed to be.

“Do you want to see?” he asked. He didn’t have to explain what. The syllables were an almost.

She met his eyes. “Not yet.”

A shadow passed over his face. Not disappointment—relief, maybe, that she knew how to choose the size of the bite she could swallow. “Good,” he said simply.
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




They didn’t dress the rest of the afternoon with more signifi- cance than it could carry. She wrote a list. He sorted a drawer that had been pretending to be three. The light shifted from white to gold to the gray that asks lamps to be brave. They moved around one another, a pair of migrating animals who had learned to keep time with a second body without stepping on it.




When the night should have been louder, the house did that other thing she was still learning to trust—it quieted not because it had to, but because it could. He built a fire in the front room; she opened the window he’d mended just an inch to let the tired day out.




“Tell me something true,” he said, when the heat had settled into the furniture and the world smelled faintly of pine resin and the promise of sleep.




She thought. Not because she didn’t have truths; because she had too many and most had teeth.




“Every time I walk past the door at the bottom of the stairs, I want to put my ear against it,” she said, and the admission embarrassed her for reasons that had nothing to do with the door. “I don’t even know what I think I’ll hear.”




“You’ll hear what you’re ready to hear,” Thorne said. “And nothing before it.”




“That’s either very wise,” she said, “or very convenient.”
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“Could be both.”

She watched the fire consider a log and then take it. “Tell me something true.”

He didn’t pretend to think. “I am not trying to surprise you,” he said. “I am trying to give your nervous system a country it can live in.”

She closed her eyes. If she had been the kind of woman who cried easily she would have cried then, not because the sentence was beautiful but because it was accurate and she was terrified of accurate things.

“And what kind of country is that?” she asked, because sometimes the only way to keep from drowning is to make a joke that tastes like the sea.

“Four walls that don’t listen to people who don’t live here,” he said. “A lock only we know how to turn. A kitchen filled with the sounds your body believes, even on days when your mind doesn’t.”

“And downstairs?” she said, because she could not help it, because the word country makes you think of borders and the places where borders blur into river and then into road.

He held her gaze like the steady end of a rope. “Downstairs,” he said, “is for later. For when you decide a room can be a vow.”
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THE WOLF AND THE SHIELDMAIDEN




Her throat tightened. “You make everything sound like a ritual.”




“It is,” he said. “Survival. Soup. Sleep. Saying no. Saying yes.”




Katja sat back and let the chair hold her. She pictured a wolf at the edges of a campfire, not threatening, not tame, a creature who knows the boundary between warmth and wild and how to stand precisely on it. She pictured a shield set upright in the earth, not because a battle was underway but because a person had chosen to name the space behind it mine.




“Two more bites,” Thorne said suddenly, and she startled. “What?”

“You ate four at lunch,” he said, eyes gone sly in the way they sometimes did when he decided a moment needed a gentler weight. “There’s stew left.”




She made a noise between protest and surrender and then surprised herself by obeying. He looked insufferably pleased, which meant she found she didn’t mind doing it again. Six bites is not a miracle, she thought. But maybe it is if yesterday was none.




They put the house to bed without ceremony. He checked the new latch with a careful hand, the way you pat a horse you’ve taught to take a bit again. She turned the hallway clock toward the wall because the sound of other people’s time sometimes
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felt like a dare. At the top of the steps that led down to the door she did not open, she paused.

“Thorne?” she said.

He was already turning, already reading the room for the thing she might ask.

“If the wolf comes again,” she said, “do I need to be afraid?”

“No,” he said, without any of the softening people use when they want to keep you from feeling childish and small. “But you need to be honest. Wolves hate liars.”

“And you?”

“I built my life on not being lied to,” he said simply, as if that were as unremarkable and as necessary as a window that opened because you asked it to.

She nodded, and some thread in her skin loosened. The red around her wrist had warmed to body temperature. She let her fingers rest on the banister just long enough to count to three—her number, not his—and then she went to her room.

Sleep came without cruelty. When it opened its hand, she stepped into it, and the dream that found her did not hurt. A wolf circled the fire and sat, polite as a sentry, and when she looked up from her cup it met her eyes and did not look away. It smelled like old pine and the idea of iron. It did not speak, because it wasn’t that kind of dream.
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Still, she understood it.




Not yet, it told her without words, nodding toward the shape of a door that flickered behind the flames like a story someone meant to tell next time. But soon. On your feet. With your shield. With your name.




When she woke, the house had not moved. The window did not stick. The door at the bottom of the stairs kept its counsel, and the air tasted faintly of salt where she’d flung it toward all the paths her fear preferred. Somewhere, Thorne was already awake, making coffee do what coffee does on the mornings that matter.




She lay there and let herself want the day, not because it promised ease but because it had the right weight. Somewhere in the hall the clock resumed its patient insistence. She did not turn it to the wall this time. She let it count.




Outside, the frost began to loosen its grip. Inside, a country drew a line and invited her to cross it at whatever speed her bones would bless.




She did not put her ear to the cellar door. She did not need to. Not yet. But soon.
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Before The World Wakes
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The world was still dark when Katja’s eyes opened.

She lay there for a long moment, staring at the faint outline of the ceiling. The air in the room was cold enough that she could see her breath when she exhaled, a pale cloud that drifted upward before vanishing.

Most people would have rolled over and stolen a few more hours of sleep. But the restless pull inside her—the one she couldn’t ignore—was stronger than comfort.

Katja pushed the blankets aside, her bare feet hitting the wood floor with a muted thud. She dressed in layers without turning on a light: black leggings, a worn wool sweater that still smelled faintly of juniper smoke, and her thickest socks. She slipped the leather thong with her small rune pendant over her head, the edges of the carved bone warm from her touch.

The house was silent.

Perfect.
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Outside, the cold bit at her cheeks as she stepped barefoot into the frosted grass. She didn’t need shoes—not for this. Feeling the earth under her feet mattered. It was the point.




She walked until she was far enough from the house that all she could see were faint outlines against the horizon—the shadow of the barn, the skeletal branches of the oak tree by the drive. The sky was still deep navy, but a thin streak of pale light was starting to edge the eastern horizon.




She stopped, grounding herself with her feet shoulder-width apart. The earth felt hard, frozen, but solid beneath her. She drew a breath, letting the sharp cold burn her lungs, and lifted her arms.




The ritual was old. Older than her. Her grandmother had taught her the words in a mix of Norwegian and something older still, the language heavy in her mouth but comforting all the same.




She greeted the day before it began, as she always did—calling on Odin for clarity in the choices she would face, Tyr for the strength to stand her ground, and Freyja for the courage to love without letting it destroy her.




Halfway through her invocation, she felt it.




That prickle down her spine. Not fear—awareness.




Katja didn’t turn. Whoever it was, they’d make themselves known when they were ready. And some part of her already
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knew who it would be.

“You’re up early,” Thorne’s voice came from the shadows.

She lowered her arms slowly and glanced over her shoulder. He was leaning against one of the porch posts, coffee mug in hand, breath curling in the cold air.

“You’re up early,” she countered.

“I live here,” he said, his tone bone-dry. “What’s your excuse?”

Katja smiled faintly and turned back toward the east. “I greet the Gods before I greet the world. My grandmother’s rule, not mine.”

Thorne walked toward her, his boots crunching over the frost. He didn’t come close enough to intrude, but close enough that she could feel the warmth of his presence cut through the chill.

“Which one today?” he asked. “Odin,” she said softly. “Tyr. Freyja.” His brow lifted. “That’s a full table.”

She shrugged. “Some days you need more than one set of eyes on you.”

Thorne took a slow sip of coffee. “Guess that means you don’t
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disappear without leaving a trail, either.”




Katja gave him a sidelong look. “I didn’t disappear. I’m right here.”




He tilted his head, the faintest smirk tugging at his mouth. “Outside before dawn? That counts as disappearing.”




“Rule Two,” she said with a hint of mockery, “you’re really going to quote yourself to me?”




“Only if I want it to stick.”




They stood there in the dim light, the first orange thread of sunrise just beginning to cut the horizon open.




Katja studied him in her peripheral vision. He had that same unshakable posture—feet planted, shoulders loose but ready, gaze steady. He didn’t fidget. Didn’t glance away. It was maddening in a way she didn’t want to admit.




“What about you?” she asked after a beat. “You believe in the Gods?”




Thorne’s gaze flicked from the horizon to her face, sharp enough that she wondered if she’d asked the wrong question. Then he took another sip of coffee and said, “I don’t waste Their time unless I mean it.”




“That’s not a no.”
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“It’s not a yes, either.”

She smirked faintly. “You’re impossible.”

He looked at her for a long moment. “And yet, you’re still standing here.”

When she finally turned toward the house, the sky had shifted from navy to gray-blue, the cold air sharpening with every breath. She walked ahead of him, her boots thudding softly against the porch boards.

Her eyes caught on it again. That door.

It was set into the far wall of the hall, thick wood darkened with age, heavy iron hinges and a latch that looked like it belonged in another century. This time, she noticed something else—a faint scent drifting from it. Leather. Oil. Something faintly metallic, like steel that had been polished and set aside to rest.

She slowed, almost without meaning to.

Thorne noticed. She could feel it in the way the air between them shifted.

“That door’s off-limits,” he said evenly. She didn’t look at him. “Why?”
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He didn’t answer right away. The pause was just long enough to make her turn toward him.




“For now,” he said, his voice low but firm, “remember the rules.”




Katja lifted her chin. “Rules can be broken.”




His smirk was brief, almost gone before it appeared. “That’s Rule Four territory.”




Back in her room, Katja stood by the window, looking out at the frost-covered yard as the sun began to crest the treeline. She could still feel the weight of his presence beside her, the way his voice had curled around the edges of her thoughts.




The rules were supposed to be his way of keeping her safe. That’s what he’d said. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were also a way of keeping her out.




And that door...




She didn’t know why, but she knew she wasn’t done with it. Not by a long shot.
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The smell of juniper still clung to Katja’s fingers. She rubbed her thumb over the faint residue, the smoke’s memory holding on like it wasn’t ready to leave. She told herself it was just habit—closing a ritual took time—but deep down, she knew the truth. She wasn’t ready to step away from the safety the altar gave her.

Safety. The word was almost laughable in her world.

The floor had stopped creaking behind her, but she knew Thorne was still there. He had the kind of patience that made him impossible to ignore—like someone who’d spent his life waiting out storms, never doubting they’d break.

“You’ve been quiet longer than usual,” he said at last. His voice didn’t fill the room; it anchored it.

Katja turned the last rune over in her palm before setting it down. “You’re the one who said I should talk less and listen more.”

“I said that about other people,” he countered, taking a step
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closer. “Not you.”




She rose slowly, her knees stiff from the floor, and caught his gaze tracking her movement. She didn’t like how it made her feel—seen in ways she wasn’t used to being seen. It was like he was cataloging her without judgment, but with a precision that still left her unsettled.




Her eyes flicked toward the hallway. That door was still there—thick wood, black iron hinges, and the kind of aged grain that looked like it had been touched by hundreds of hands over decades. She hadn’t noticed it when she first walked in earlier that day, but now it was as if it had been waiting for her to.




“You’ve been staring at that door all day,” Thorne said. He didn’t even look at it when he spoke. He didn’t have to.




“I wouldn’t call it staring,” she said, folding her arms. “More like wondering.”




“You’re not ready for what’s behind it,” he replied in that steady, matter-of-fact way that made it sound less like a warning and more like he was stating the weather.




Her lips curved faintly, a defensive twitch. “You sound like every man who’s told me I couldn’t handle something.”




“Difference is,” he said, stepping in just close enough for her to feel the weight of his presence, “I’m not saying you can’t handle it. I’m saying you shouldn’t.”



[image: ]

SINS AND STORMS

“Because you said so?” “Because I know the cost.”

His words dropped heavy into the space between them. She wanted to demand more, but there was something in his tone that pressed against her—less a wall, more a line in the dirt.

So she shifted the conversation. “Boundaries and rules. Are we going to get a whole book of them?”

“Just enough to keep you alive.” “That’s comforting.”

“It’s meant to be.”

The kitchen light had turned gold by the time they moved. The air smelled faintly of dust and coffee grounds. Thorne pulled two mismatched mugs from a shelf and filled them without asking her preference, the simple act as unhurried and sure as everything else he did.

When he set one in front of her, she wrapped her hands around it, letting the heat sink into her skin.

“You’re thinking too much,” he said.

She huffed a laugh. “What else am I supposed to do? You’ve got a locked door I can’t open, rules I didn’t agree to, and a way of talking that makes it sound like you already know what
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I haven’t told you.” “Maybe I do.”

The shiver she felt was equal parts curiosity and unease.




They drank in silence. She found herself tracing the rim of her mug, grounding herself in the texture. The room felt both too big and too small, like it could swallow her whole or collapse without warning.




“What happens if I break one of your rules?” she asked. “That depends on which one.”

“And if it’s the door?” “You won’t.”

She looked away first. But not before catching the weight in his gaze—a mix of warning and promise that made her wonder which was worse: obeying him, or finding out.




The rest of the afternoon passed in measured moments—the creak of old wood, the quiet sound of his boots on the floor, his shadow crossing hers in the hallway. She didn’t touch the door.




But every time she walked past, she thought about it.




And she could have sworn she felt it breathe.
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The house had a way of holding quiet the way a bowl holds water—carefully, with edges high enough to keep it from spilling, but never quite still. Katja stood at the altar and listened to the small movements inside that quiet: the tick of the hallway clock, a draft worrying the edge of a curtain, the distant hum of the refrigerator that had survived longer than it should have. Morning hadn’t fully taken the rooms yet. Candles did the work instead, small, steady flames that made their own weather.

She lit the juniper with a match, waited for the twig to catch, and blew the flame into a red coal. Smoke rose, green and sharp, and she passed it over the little field she’d made: a carved horn cup, a bowl of salt, a strip of red thread coiled like a question mark. The runes lay in their cloth like white teeth, the etching dark with soot from other mornings.

“Freyja,” she said softly, circling the smoke toward her chest, “teach me how to carry softness without letting it bruise me.”


A breath.

“Odin, keep my thoughts honest and my fear useful.” Another breath.
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“Tyr, let me keep what ground I’ve taken, even if it’s an inch.”




The heels of her hands pressed to the altar’s edge, wood scribed by years of use. She didn’t look at the door. She didn’t have to; not looking was its own kind of attention. It waited at the edge of her awareness like a landmark she could feel through fog.




She lifted the runes, cupped both hands, and let three fall. The clatter was small, domestic, nothing like thunder. Hagalaz lay at a slant, the hail-stone that comes whether you prayed for sun or not. Algiz beside it, the elk-sedge raised, a thin-armed ward. And—Gebo. Gift. Exchange.




Katja still held the last of her breath when the floor behind her creaked. One step, then stillness. She didn’t turn. He didn’t speak. It felt like standing next to a hearth you hadn’t noticed had been lit.




“Hagalaz,” Thorne said after a moment, voice low and even. “Storm.”




She looked over her shoulder. He stood with one hand braced against the door frame, sleeves shoved to his forearms, hair not yet bothered by the day. He had no right to know the shapes. And yet he knew. She couldn’t decide if the wrongness of that felt like comfort.




“And Algiz,” she said, glancing back at the cloth. “Protection.”
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His gaze flicked to the third mark. “Gebo,” he said, as if testing himself. “A trade.”

“A gift that asks one in return,” she corrected, fingers brush- ing the edge of the rune like you touch a bruise to see if it still hurts. “Balance you choose. Not a debt someone names for you.”

He nodded, as if the distinction mattered to him too. “What trade does the storm ask?”

“Sometimes it asks you to stop pretending you get to keep everything dry.” Katja lifted Hagalaz and turned it, the sharp angles catching candlelight. “Sometimes it asks you to lash the mast and ride it out.”

“And sometimes,” Thorne said, “you lower the sail before it rips.”

She set the stone down and studied him. “You speak like a man who’s been blown off a deck more than once.”

His mouth almost curved. “And learned to swim.” “Or learned when to tie yourself to the rail.”

He stepped inside the room but kept to the edge of her circle, as he always did, as if he recognized a boundary without being told. “You going to tie yourself to anything today?”

“Red thread,” she said, tapping it. “My grandmother called it
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a reminder. Not a rope.”




“Good,” he said. “Ropes can be misused.”




She snorted softly. “You say that like you’ve seen it.” “Everyone’s seen it,” he replied. “Some of us remember.”

Katja exhaled and the smoke moved with it, a lean ribbon toward the ceiling. She watched it lift and wished her chest didn’t lift with it. It felt like admitting something every time she breathed here, in this small country she made with ash and intention.




“Do you want me to leave?” he asked, only then, and without shifting his weight.




“No,” she said, before she could consider how exposed that word was. “No. Just... don’t ask for meaning I haven’t named yet.”




He accepted that with a small dip of his chin, the kind of agreement that didn’t ask anything in return. She wondered how long he could keep collecting her unnameable things without setting them down somewhere she couldn’t see.




She wound the red thread twice around her wrist, tied a knot she could undo with one pull. The knot sat like a small heartbeat against the notch of her bone. She salted the ground, a pinch at each corner—north, south, west, east—and let the horn cup catch the last of the juniper ash. It was the kind of
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tidy ending that mattered when the rest of a life wasn’t tidy at all.

“You always start the day with a ledger,” Thorne said quietly. “What you owe. What you offer. What you keep.”

“It keeps me from pretending,” she said. “Pretending is how the wrong people get in.”

“And the right ones?”

“Earned. Or invited.” She looked at him. “Sometimes both.”

They stood in the soft spill of candlelight and silence until the hallway brightened enough to remind them of clocks. Katja blew the candles out one at a time. Smoke rose again, darker, and the house drew the scent in like something it recognized.

“Coffee?” he asked.

“Tea,” she said, but followed him anyway.

The kitchen held heat in the way old kitchens do, wearing warmth the way a well-used cutting board wears knife marks. Thorne set water to boil, then ground coffee with a steady rhythm that sounded like rain on a tin roof. Katja took down a tin of herbs and measured chamomile by touch, the way you do when the body already knows the dose.

“You didn’t look at the door,” he said without looking at her.
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“I don’t have to look to hear it.” “What does it say?”

“That’s not how doors talk,” she said. “They’re more... weather than speech.”




He glanced up. “Forecast?”




She thought. “Pressure dropping.” Then, because this was supposed to be a slow-burn honesty and not a performance, she added, “And I hate when the sky does that.”




He set the grinder aside. “Hate, or fear?”




She busied herself with the tea strainer. “I don’t distinguish when my hands are already shaking.”




“Are they?”




“Not yet,” she said, and then, because she promised herself subtle honesty, “Almost.”




Thorne leaned his hip against the counter, arms folded, eyes steady but not sharp. “You want me to pretend I don’t notice?”




“I want you to notice without naming everything,” she said. “Names make things stick.”




“And if something needs to stick?”
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“Then I’ll name it,” she said, meeting his gaze. “When I choose.”

He didn’t flinch at that. He only nodded once, as if she had marked a line and he believed lines should be respected if they were drawn with clear chalk.

The kettle rattled toward a boil. He poured his coffee; she poured her tea. They both held cups as if warmth were the ritual that could be trusted above all others.

“Tell me something about Hagalaz,” he said, after a sip. “Something your grandmother told you that the books leave out.”

Katja smiled into her steam. “She said hail is a warning dressed like a bruise. That it hurts because it’s honest. That if you take it personally, you’ll hate the sky. And you can’t live in a world where you hate the sky.”

He absorbed that without commentary. “And Algiz?”

“Everyone thinks it’s a shield,” she said, touching the inside of her wrist where last night’s charcoal had left a faint shadow. “And it can be. But my grandmother said it’s also a reminder to lift your arms. We forget to lift our arms when we’re afraid. We curl in. We cover the heart and the head and think that’s enough. Algiz is the body remembering it has reach.”

“And Gebo?”
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“Gebo is the God who says, ‘You don’t get to take without giving.’” She glanced at him. “He shows up when you think you’re owed.”




He didn’t smile. He let the truth sit. “Am I owed?”




“Not by me,” she said gently. “If you want something, you’ll have to ask. And asking is its own gift.”




He tipped his mug toward her. “That cuts both ways.”




“I know,” she said, and the admission felt like placing a coin on an altar.




They drank, the kitchen building its small, ordinary peace. A raven called from somewhere beyond the porch—one note, then another. Katja’s head turned toward the sound, instinct before thought.




“Huginn or Muninn?” Thorne asked, tone even, almost amused.




“Depends,” she said. “Do you want to be thought about or remembered?”




“Both sound like trouble.”




“Only if you lie to them,” she said. “Ravens hate liars.” “Do you?”
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Katja studied the window’s pale reflection of them both. “I hate the things that make people lie.”

He didn’t push. He took another drink. The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was the kind of quiet you lay between two people when you intend to cross it later and want to be sure you know how wide it is.

“You said yesterday that I wasn’t ready for what’s behind the door,” she said finally, setting her mug down with care. “That wasn’t... a dominance play. It didn’t feel like that.”

“It wasn’t,” he said. “So what was it?”

“Assessment,” he said, as if that word was supposed to soothe her. “And patience.”

“Whose?” she asked.

“Yours,” he said, without hesitating, and the single syllable landed harder than a lecture.

“You’re telling me to be patient with myself,” she said, like testing a bridge plank before she put full weight on it.

“I’m telling you not to take a storm personally,” he said, echoing her grandmother, and she felt it like a hand pressed flat between her shoulder blades. “Even if you’ve spent a life being asked to.”
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The tea had gone cool enough to drink fast. She didn’t. She let it sit on her tongue a second longer than needed, a small act of control that didn’t exhaust her.
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